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WOULD  JESUS  GO  TO  CHURCH? 
"What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast?"  (John  11:56b) 
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The  occasion  was  the  annual  Feast  of  Passover,  Pilgrims  had  been 
flocking  to  the  Holy  City  from  all  sectors  of  the  Greco-Roman  world.  As 
they  anticipated  the  Passover  and  prepared  themselves  for  the  upcoming  rites, 
their  conversation  centered  on  Jesus  of  Nazareth  -  the  Man  of  the  Hour. 

Word  of  his  teaching  and  his  mighty  deeds  had  circulated  widely. 
The  raising  of  Lazarus  had  touched  off  messianic  expectations.  It  formed 
the  keystone  in  the  arch  of  the  Galilean's  rising  reputation. 

•It  was  no  secret,  however.,  that  Jesus  was  a  wanted  man.  The  chief 
priests  and  Pharisees  were  determined  to  do  him  in.  With  his  life  thus  in 
danger,  the  question  was  frequently  asked,  "What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not 
come  to  the  feast?" 

Those  who  doubted  underestimated  Jesus'  courage.   Of  course,  he 
would  come.  He  always  had.  Even  as  they  speculated  he  was  preparing 
himself  and  his  disciples  in  the  little  town  of  Ephraim  just  thirteen 
miles  distant.   Soon  he  would  present  himself  in  Jerusalem,  riding  in 
majesty  astride  a  lowly  beast. 

"What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast?"  Today  I'd 
like  to  wrest  this  text  from  its  setting  in  the  gospel  and  use  it  to  open 
the  question,  "Would  Jesus  have  time  for  today's  church?"  Would  he  attend 
its  worship,  participate  in  its  councils,  identify  himself  with  its  life? 
I  raise  the  question  because  a  mood  is  building  in  our  society  best  ex- 
pressed in  the  terse  epigram,  "Jesus,  Yes  -  the  Church,  No!" 

"What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast?"  The  question 
is  raised  by  those  who  are  innately  suspicious  of  anything  institutional. 
People  of  this  bent  are  suspicious  of  institutional  government,  institu- 
tional education,  institutional  philanthropy,  institutional  politics,  and, 
most  especially,  institutional  religion.  Religious  experience,  it  is  held 
is  a  deeply  personal  matter  that  suffers  when  given  structure  or  organiza- 
tion. When  religion  becomes  slick,  polished,  regularized,  and  predictable, 
it  loses  its  essential  spontaneity.  We're  more  likely  to  lose  God  than 
find  him  in  today's  giant  churches.   So  the  argument  runs. 

Admittedly  worship  can  degenerate  into  the  recitation  of  pious 
phrases  and  the  practice  of  meaningless  ritual.  It  is  disquieting  to  the 
point  of  pain  to  learn  that  racism  in  America  is  practiced  more  by  church 
people  than  nonchurch.  A  recent  poll  claims  that  this  is  so.  It  is 
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lamentable  when  the  "In  here"  is  so  detached  from  the  "out  there."  The 
church  can  become  a  fetish.   One  thinks  of  those  words  delivered  to  Israel 
through  the  prophet  Jeremiah,  "Thus  saith  the  Lord  of  Hosts,  the  God  of 
Israel,  Amend  your  ways  and  your  doings,  and  I  will  cause  you  to  dwell 
in  this  place.  Trust  ye  not  in  lying  words,  saying,  The  temple  of  the 
Lord,  The  temple  of  the  Lord,  The  temple  of  the  Lord,  are  these."  (jer.7:3-4) 
The  Jews  kept  the  lamp  burning  in  Shiloh  even  though  the  Lord  had  departed 
that  place  800  years  earlier. 

"What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast?"  Would  Jesus 
go  to  church?  The  answer  I  think  is  yes.  We  simply  cannot  enlist  Jesus 
as  a  detractor  of  the  church  and  make  him  out  to  be  an  itinerant  berry 
picker  with  impromptu  mystical  tendencies.  We  read  in  Luke  that  he  went 
up  to  the  temple  "as  his  custom  was."  (Luke  4:l6)  That  night  when  he  was 
arrested  in  the  garden  he  said  to  his  captors,  "Are  ye  come  out  as  against 
a  thief  with  swords  and  staves  for  to  take  me?  I  sat  daily  with  you  teach- 
ing in  the  temple,  and  ye  laid  no  hold  on  me."  (Mt.  26:55) 

No  idea  can  exist  in  spirit  only.  Democracy  needs  a  constitution,  leg- 
islature's and  courts.  Learning  needs  schools.   Music  needs  an  orchestra. 
Baseball  needs  teams  and  leagues.  To  opt  for  the  abolition  of  the  institu- 
tional in  religion  is  to  follow  a  blind  lead.  Better  to  work  toward  the 
restoration  and  perfection  of  the  institution.   If  I  may  speak  personally, 
I  find  that  there  are  times  in  public  worship  when  I  must  wait  for  the 
institution.   My  own  sensitivity  to  God,  my  expectancy,  my  attunement  with 
God's  Holy  Spirit  makes  me  feel  that  the  worship  in  which  I  share  is  slow, 
flat  and  labored.  But  there  are  other  times  when  the  institution  must 
wait  for  me.  My  faith  may  be  low,  my  grasp  of  the  gospel  weak,  my  indif- 
ference to  the  work  of  Christ  bordering  on  cynicism.  In  such  straits  the 
hymns  of  the  church  say  more  than  I  can  say .  The  prayers  are  beyond  my 
reach.  The  creeds  affirm  more  than  I  am  able  to  believe.  The  sermon  calls 
for  a  dedication  that  I  simply  cannot  muster.  Clearly  then  at  times  I 
wait  for  the  institution,  at  times  the  institution  waits  for  me.  Is  it 
not  so  with  you? 

Constantly  the  church  must  seek  renewal  of  its  forms  and  practices. 
Ronald  Gregor  Smith  reminds  us  that  "Christianity  as  a  faith  is  always  in 
conflict  with  Christianity  as  a  religion,  and  there  is  an  important  -  I 
should  be  inclined  to  say  the  most  important  -  sense  in  which  Christian 
faith  includes  within  itself  the  permanent  protest  against  its  own  religious 
forms  and  expressions."1  This  posture  of  protest  must  not  be  allowed  to  blind 
us  to  the  intrinsic  worth  of  corporate  worship.  Alfred  Noyes  says  of  his 
father,  "If  ever  I  had  any  doubts  about  the  fundamental  realities  of  re- 
ligion, they  could  always  be  dispelled  by  one  memory  -  the  light  upon  my 
father's  face  as  he  came  back  from  early  Communion. 

"What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast?"  This  question 
is  raised  by  those  who  are  offended  by  the  hypocrisy  of  the  church.  There 
is  a  wide  field  of  difference  between,  say,  the  Sermon  on  the  Mount  and 
the  life  of  any  congregation  in  Christendom.  To  which  church  could  one 
point  confidently  as  a  place  where  the  gospel  is  radiantly  embodied?  The 


Dr.  Ernest  T.  Campbell  -  3  -  WRVR  #189 

only  word  for  this  lamentable  lag  between  the  "is"  and  the  "ought  to  be" 
is  hypocrisy o   Laymen  know  hypocrisy  all  too  well.  But  we  ministers  know 
it  even  better.  We  have  seen  from  a  peculiar  vantage  point  the  self-seeking 
that  infects  parish  life,  the  tendency  to  vote  by  pledge  card  -  reducing 
contributions  in  order  to  get  one's  way.   I  recall  a  candidate  for  public 
office  asking  whether  he  might  come  to  identical  morning  services  the 
Sunday  before  Election  Day  in  order  to  be  seen  by  more  people.  Well  may 
the  world  turn  to  the  church  and  say,  "Physician,  heal  thyself." 

Jesus  surely  was  more  aware  of  hypocrisy  and  more  sensitive  to  it 
than  any  layman  or  cleric  could  be,  yet  he  stayed  with  the  religious  in- 
stitution. We  frequently  impair  our  chances  for  happiness  by  expecting 
too  much  from  our  relationships  -  expecting  too  much  of  our  marriage,  too 
much  of  our  schools,  too  much  of  our  children,  too  much  of  the  church. 
After  all,  God  fashions  his  church  out  of  the  raw  material  of  human  nature. 
The  jungle  is  not  so  much  behind  us  as  beneath  us  -  and  not  too  far  beneath 
either. 

A  whimsical  critic  of  the  church  remarked  one  day  in  my  office  that 
the  main  reason  why  he  couldn't  stand  the  church  is  that  there  are  so  many 
"characters"  in  it.  He  had  a  menacing  way  of  looking  straight  at  me  as  he 
said  it.  He  is  right  of  course.  The  "characters"  of  any  community  are 
as  likely  to  belong  to  the  church  as  not.  But  this  is  not  to  the  church's 
shame.   It  is  to  the  glory  of  the  church  that  "Whosoever  will  may  come." 
God  fashions  a  people  for  His  name  out  of  the  unpredictable  mix  of  our 
frail  but  committed  nature. 

The  church  on  earth  is  called  the  church  militant  in  part  because 
it  struggles  with  itself.  It  is  constantly  being  prodded  by  its  own  ideals. 
The  glory  of  the  church  is  not  that  it  is  good,  or  even  that  it  is  good 
enough,  but  that  it  is  God's,, 

"What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast?"  This  question 
is  also  raised  by  those  who  feel  that  the  church  is  out  of  1;ouch  with 
reality.  The  times  have  passed  it  by.  Contemporary  life  raises  questions 
that  the  church  cannot  answer.  Society  has  evolved  new  forms  in  which  the 
church  can  no  longer  function.   Jesus  had  direct  association  with  the  poor 
and  the  outcasts.  The  church  today  has  precious  little  contact  with  such 
people.   Jesus  was  where  the  action  was.  He  was  constantly  leading  out. 
-'Beyond,  he  goeth  before  you  into  Galilee."  (Mt.  28 57)  Today's  church 
seems  once  or  twice  removed  from  direct  involvement . 


v 


This  concern  is  understandable.  It  is  held  by  those  who  sincerely 
wish  to  see  a  relevant  church.  Young  people  in  particular  are  tired  of  a 
church  that  is  content  to  sing  harmless  songs  in  a  narrow  valley  on  its 
way  to  another  world. 

It  is  only  fair  to  say  that  every  institution  in  society  these  days 
is  playing  "catch  up"  with  history.  Change  has  overtaken  us  at  unprece- 
dented speed.  Medicine  is  running  to  catch  up,  government  is  running, 
social  work  is  running,  business  is  running,  education  is  running.   It 
stands  to  reason  that  one-cause  groups  and  individuals  can  adjust  to  the 
new  easier  than  institutions.  A  motorcycle  can  execute  a  U  turn  quicker 
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than  a  trailer  truck,  but  In  the  long  run  It's  the  truck  that  delivers  the 
goods . 

Isaiah  exhorted  the  believers  of  his  time  to  "learn  to  do  good." 
(isa.  1:17)  This  is  a  significant  word.  We  must  not  only  do  the  good  we 
know.  We  must  also  learn  new  forms  and  expressions  of  goodness  as  life 
moves  on.  Much  of  the  goodness  we  know  is  tied  to  an  agrarian  setting  and 
another  century.  What  does  it  mean  to  do  good  in  a  teaming  apartment  complex 
today;  in  a  trailer  court;  in  a  highly  automated  factory;  in  the  ever-widening 
coils  of  governmental  bureaucracy?  The  church  must  work  to  be  sure  that  the 
goodness  it  commends  is  meaningful  in  the  kind  of  world  we  have  today. 

But  the  church  must  be  more  than  relevant.  It  must  also  be  faithful 
to  its  unique  mandate  to  make  men  and  women  mindful  of  what  God  has  done  for 
them  in  Jesus  Christ.   It  was  to  this  point  that  Pope  John  XXIII  was  speak- 
ing when  he  said:   "The  Church  is  now  called  upon  to  take  the  perennial, 
vital  power  of  the  Gospel  and  inject  it  into  the  veins  of  human  society 
today,  which  glories  in  its  recent  scientific  and  technological  advances,  at 
the  same  time  that  it  is  suffering  damage  to  its  social  order,  which  some 
people  have  tried  to  repair  with  God's  assistance. "3 

My  advice  to  those  whose  jury  is  still  out  on  the  church  is  to  "stay 
with  it.   The  institutional  has  a  part  in  religious  experience.  The  church 
is  destined  to  live  in  tension  with  the  example  and  character  of  her  Lord. 
The  church  is  going  through  the  agony  of  adjusting  to  the  demands  of  a  new 
and  ever-changing  day.   "What  think  ye,  that  he  will  not  come  to  the  feast!" 
Would  Jesus  go  to  church?  The  answer  is  yes.  He  loved  the  church  and  gave 
himself  for  it. 

"Prom  heaven  He  came  and  sought  her 


To  be  His  holy  Bride; 
With  His  own  blood  He 
And  for  her  life  He  died 


With  His  own  blood  He  bought  her, 
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